INTRODUCTION

gateway of that journey, and to me the true Arabia Felix
of to-day.

The virgin Rub' al Khali, the Great Southern Desert!
To have laboured in Arabia is to have tasted inevitably of
her seduction, and six years ago when I left the Adminis-
tration of Transjordan for the Court of Muscat and Oman
I already cherished secret dreams. The remote recesses of
the earth, Arctic and Antarctic, the sources of the Amazon,
and the vast inner spaces of Asia and Africa, have one by one
yielded their secrets to man's curiosity, until by a strange
chance the Rub' al Khali remained almost the last consider-
able terra incognita^ which is surprising considering the
great antiquity of settled Arabia, the border lands of which
touched the early civilisations of Egypt and Babylonia.

Yet Arabia has remained the forbidden land. Through-
out the centuries scarce twenty European explorers have
been able usefully to penetrate to her inhospitable heart.
For this there are two main reasons. First, lack of rain
and the merciless heat of the Arabian desert permit of but
scattered and semi-barbarous nomad societies, which are
at such perpetual war that, even for themselves, life is
insecure. Secondly, the religion of these desert men, at
least in practice, is fanatical and exclusive. From time to
time they hold it virtuous to enforce Islam with the sword.
In Arabia proper all European visitors have been indi-
vidual men, and only once in all her history, and that in
Roman times, has she-the then supposed Eldorado ~-
excited the cupidity of European invaders, so that among
her inhabitants, left so severely to themselves, insularity,
bigotry, and intolerance are indigenous growths with a
long pedigree. Hence an area equal to half the superficies
of Europe had remained a blank on our maps.
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